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AESIBACT 

This article investigates a specific foreign language 
(FL) learning problea, the substitution of /s,z/ for English unvoiced 
and voiced "th" by native speakers of Egyptian Arabic, and concludes 
that the facts are better explained in teriss of language transfer 
than by an explanation in terms of inherent difficulty independent of 
native language. A careful contrastive analysis can sake quite 
precise predictiojis about the substitution that is made, the learners 
vho flake such substitutions and the circumstances under vhich the 
substitution is most conaon. Hovever, it is argued that for the 
present case a contrastive analysis of the conventional kind, 
comparing native and target language as static systems, is useless. 
Hhat is required is a sociolinguistic analysis of the native 
language, as it is a pattern of sociolinguistic variation vhich is 
being transferred to English. (Author) 
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ABSTRACT 



This article investigates a specific foreign language (fl) 
learning problem, the substitution of /s,z/for English /e, ^/ 
by native speaJcerr^ of Egyptian Arabic, and concludes that 
the facts are better explained in terms of language 
transfer than by an . explanation in terms of inherent 
difficulty independent of native language. A careful 
contrastive analysis can make quite precise predictions 
about the substitution that is made, the learners who 
make such substitutions and the circumstances under which 
the substitution is most common. However, it is argued 
that for the present case a contrastive analysis of the 
conventional kind, comparing native and target language 
.as static systems, is useless. What is required is a 
i^ciolinguistic analysis of the native language, mm It ±m m ^ttmm 
of sociolinguistic variation which is being transferred 
to English. 
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Socioli nguistic Variation and Language Transfer 

in Phonology 

Richard vif. Schmidt 



Introduction 

iixaggerated claims for the predictive power of 
contrastive analysis are no longer fashionable. On the 
contrary, virtually all researchers in the field would 
agree that not all second language errors have their source 
in the learner's native language, and m^ny v;ould agree 
that "a majority of students' deviations or 'errors' ^are 
attributable to intralanguage interference rather than to 
mother tongue interference" (Scott and Tucker, 197^. 70), 

Recent studies of second language acquisition have 
tended to imply that contrastive analysis may be most 
predictive at the level of phonology, yet even in this area 
considerable skepticism remains. This may be due at least 
partly to the failure of contrastive analyses to provide 
reliable or complete predictions: 

For although a differential description of 
iinglish and French for example, may indeed point 
out the fgict that a French learner of- English may 
have difficulty pronouncing the interdental 
sounds of thin and then because of their absence 
from the French phoneme inventory, it cannot 
predict as well as can the experienced teacher 
which way a given learner or group of learners 
will handle the difficulty. In point of fact, 
different learners with the same native language 
do make different mistakes; the above interdental 
sounds, for example, are rendered sometimes as 
/s,z/, sometimes as /t,d/. But this information 
is supplied, not by an a priori comparison of 
English and French, but by the observations of 
language teachers, 

(IViackey, 1966.8-9) 

It is also true, as Tarone (1976) points out, that 
v/hile many papers have been written claiming to predict 
performance on the basis of contrastive analysis, few of 
these have presented systematically gathered and analyzed 
data to validate the predictions made, Tarone calls for 
a systematically gathered data base against which various 
theories of int erlanguage phonology could be tested,^ 
including the relative importance of language transfer from 
the native language, the reactivation of first language 
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acquisition processes (the extent to which the second- 
language learner behaves like the first-language learner), 
and — possibly — other processes traceable neither to 
language transfer nor to the re-activation of first-language 
procesi^es and strategies (Tarone^l976 . 91 ) • 

The purposes of this paper are, first, to demonstrate 
that a careful contrastive analysis can indeed predict 
some facts about interlanguage phonology in a rather 
precise manner and, second, to argue that at least for 
certain types of foreign language (FL) learning problems 
a more sophisticated type of contrastive analysis than 
that generally used or asstimed must be developed. The r u 
learning problem to be examined here is' the substitution of 
/s,z/ for English by native speakers of Egyptian 

Arabic. The refinement required in the contrastive analysis 
is the recognition that neither the target language (English) 
nor the native language (Arabic) can usefully be described 
as a self-contained, homogeneous and static system, used 
by idealized speaker-hearers in a homogeneous speech 
community. In the case of Arabic, it may not even be very 
useful to talk about tv/o su'^.h self-contained systems, i.e. 
colloquial and classical Arabic, in terms of the diglossia 
model (Ferguson, 1959)- 

x3ackground of the Present btudy 

The FL learning problem . Teachers of English to 
native speakers of Egyptian Arabic are well aware of the 
fact that the majority of their students will have difficulties 
with English /b/ and /&/ and will often substitute /s/ and 
/z/, respectively. This fact has been noted by innumerable 
observers and generally has been accounted for in contrastive 
analyses of English and Egyptian Arabic by the observation 
that tho English interdental fricatives have no counterparts 
in colloquial Cairo Arabic. The problem is therefore 
seen as a basic phonemic error of the type in which the 
target lainguage has a phoneme lanmatched in the phonemic 
inventory of the native language (Todaro, 1970 )• 

The problem with the explanation provided by this 
type of contrastive analysis is that classical Arabic does 
have the interdental fricatives /&/ and /cf/ (as well as a 
third, emphatic interdental /^/). It ought to be the case, 
therefore, that students who are literate in Arabic and who 
have been exposed to Classical Arabic will have little or 
no difficulty with these English fricatives. But as Todaro 
and others have pointed out, this is simply not the case 
(Todaro, 1970.32)- Lehn and Slager observe that even if 
the student has been exposed to the /9yi/ sounds of classical 
Arabic, in English "he has usually substituted /s,z/ while 
labouring under the illusion that he was saying something 
else" (Lehn and Slager, 1959*28). 
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In other words, given two types of learners, 
illiterate and literate, one must clair> that both groups 
exhibit phonological transfer from colloquial Arabic only, 
rhis is a totally ad hoc explanation, xmf ortiinately , 
since there may be other mistakes made by literate learners 
for which interference must be claimed to originate in the 
classical rather than the colloquial variety of the native 
language (.^aplan, 196?; Richards, 1973.12^-7). These 
facts are an embarrassment to a theory of contrastive 
analysis which claims to predict learners' errors. A 
comparison of classical and colloquial Arabic and English 
also fails to explain the fact that while colloquial 
^gyptiian Arabic has both sibilant and stop reflexes for the 
etyf.iological (classical) interdentals only sibilant 
substitutions have been reported in the iLnglish of these 
speakers . 

Cne is tempted to look for other explanations, 
^ince the i^nglish interdental fricatives cause problems 
for learners who speak many different native languages 
(rrench, Russian, Japanese, Spanish, etc. ), an explanation 
in terms of inherent difficulty, independent of the learner's 
native language, is attractive. In discussing the phonology 
of Erica, a two-year-old native speaker of American i^nglish, 
i.oskowitz (1970) has suggested that production problems 
with the interdentals and other fricatives are primarily 
due to lack of sufficient motor control an inability 
to maintain the articulators in as finely adjusted position 
as is required. Menyuk (1968), following many other 
observers, reports that /^^S/ are the sounds mastered last 
and substituted most frequently by English native speakers 
and further reports that it is the distinctive features 
± continuant (the feature which differentiates /b^S/ from 
/t^d/) and ± strident (differentiating /e^S/ from /s,z/) which 
are the features last mastered by native speakers of ILnglish. 

However, in the present case, it is this writer's 
opinion that an explanation based on general developmental 
processes is less satisfactory than an explsination based 
on direct interference from the native language. Ihe 
identification of the source of Egyptian students' difficulties 
with English th-words is suggested by Harrell's observation 
that "for the Egyptian, /©/ and /£/ are merely super-careful 
stylistic variants of /g/ and /z/ in certain words" (Harrell, 
1960.69). This brief statement requires explanation. The 
remainder of this paper will deal with the historical 
origins of the relevant fricative-stop-sibilant alternations 
in Egyptian Arabic, the ways in which these segments 
ftmction synchronically as sociolinguistic variables, and 
the degree of similarity between student performance in 
Arabic and in English with respect to these variables. 



83 



Historicsil background . Iv/o diachronic changes have 
affected the classical Arabic fricatives ^/ in the 

de\ jlopment of the Egyptian dialect. An early historical 
rule merged these three segments with the stop series 
/t,d,d/: 



Classical Arabic 



•thick' 
•more' 
•wolf 
•back' 



daxl:n 
?akear 
6±7h 
^ahr 



Egyptian colloquial Arabic 

tlxlrn 
<?aktar 
dl:b 
dahr 



At some point in time, this soxmd change ceased to 
operate. Words v/hich were then borrov;ed (or re-borrowed) 
from the classical into the colloquial lexicon instead 
underwent a new sound change, merging the interdentals 

with the sibilants /s.z/ and creating a nev/ emphatic 
sibilant /z/ as the reflex of /cf/: 



Classical Arabic 

'to act' maSeal 
'to mention' ^akar 
'great' 9 aAl:m 



^5yp"tj.an colloquial Arabic 

massll 

2akar 

9azl:m 



Although it is not possible to date either of these 
rviles precisely, there is no doubt about their relative 
chronology. Birkeland (1952) points out that the change 
from interdental fricatives to stops is common to Lower and 
Upper Egypt and so must be presumed to have taken place 
as soon as a distinctive Egyptian Arabic dialect was being 
formed. The beginning date of the interdental fricative 
to sibilant change cannot be pinpointed with any precision, 
but Birkeland gives some evidence ordering the change between 
the two rules known to have operated after the l4th century. 

For contemporary colloquial Egyptian Arabic, 
Robertson (1970.1^7) has observed that "there seems to be 
no rule as yet for determining whic^; sound will prevail 
in a given word". This is true in tUe sense that there 
are no phonological or other linguitT •^;ic conditioning 
factors involved; both the firt-t atju the second diachronic 
changes were unconditioned. Wbi^. Is equally true, however, 
aind important for the present div;crus^ion, is that the 
change from interdental fricativesi to stops is no longer 
operating in Egypt. VJords that have not been in the fcolloquial 
vocabulary for a long time including n<vvly coined 
technical terminology, some older words that are generally 
acquired by native speakers only throug^i /:>nTial education or 
formal channels, retaining their chaLraci^-:',' as learned words, 
and foreign borrowings cannot nov/ be c o^.ioquialized 
with stops. Since this rule is no longer productive, there 
is no reason to predict any transfer effect from it to a 
foreign language. The change of fricatives to sibilants 
remains a productive rule in Egypt, on the other hand, and 
any classical Arabic word with S ^ S/ may be colloquialized 
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with /s,2,z/; e.g. /muinafi«il/'^/muinassil/, 'actor', but 
not Vniumattil/; /(9 awrry^/sav^ra/, 'revolution', but not 
Vtav/ra/. 

^.^Tichronic sociolinguist i c variation. As a result of 
the two historical sound changes discussed above, there are 
in contemporary Egyptian Arabic numerous lexical triplets 
vdth interdental fricative, sibilant and stop variants, 
e.s., /i9a:lie/^/sa:lis//^/ta:lit/, 'third'. Loth linguists 
and native speakers tend to identify such variants v/ith 
different linguistic systems (i.e., classical ana colloquial) 
and to assign the alternations to code switching, code 
nixing or free variation. Phe iiiportant fact to note, 
however, is that such switching and mixing is orderly rather 
than random, and the variation is not really free. These 
alternations constitute, in Labov' s terms, a sociolinguistic 
variable "one which is correlated with some non-linguistic 
variable of the social context: of the speaker, the addressee, 
the audience, the setting, etc.." (Labov, 1970.192). 

The present writer has investigated the stylistic use 
of interdental fricative, sibilant and stop pronunciations 
in lexical items with potential interdental s (hereafter 
referred to as the Arabic Tri-variable) among 16 university 
students and 12 v/orking class males with secondary education 
or less in Cairo (Schmidt, 197^). In each of four discriminable 
styles^ — relatively informal interview speech, formal 
interviey/ style, reading passages and word lists — a 
distinctive distribution pattern appeared. 

As Table 1 shows, different pronunciations of the 
Arabic TH-variafcle predominated in different styles. 
Interdental fricatives accounted for slightly more than 
half of all realizations of the TH-variable when reading 
from v/ord lists, but in no other style. Sibilants pre- 
dominated when reading from texts, btops did not occur at 
all in the reading styles, but prevailed in the relatively 
caL>ual parts of the oral interview. Stop and sibilant 
pronunciations were about equal in the more formal parts 
of the interview. 



Table 1: Pronunciation of the Arabic TH-variable in 

Various Styles All Informants (Schmidt, 1974.95) 





Informal 

interview 

speech 


Formal 

interview 

speech 


Reading 
passage 


Reading 
word lists 


Interdental 
fricatives 




4Z 


39Z 


56% 


Sibilants 


22Z 


45% 


612 


44% 


Stops 


78% 


51Z 
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The sane general pattern — an increase in sibilant - 
pronunciation in the middle of the stylistic continuum and 
increases in fricative and. stop pronunciations at the formal 
and informal ends, respectively — held for both informant 
groups. There was, however, a striking difference between 
tne two socio-economic groups studied, wfiiile all of the 
university students produced at least some instances of 
interdental pronunciations, seven of the twleve working 
class informants produced no interdentals at all. Those 
working class informants who did produce some instances 
of the classical interdentals did so less than half as 
frequently as the mean for the university group. The 
Arabic Td-yariable thus appears to be a highly developed 
sociolinguistic marker, an indicator which co-varies along 
at least the two dimensions of style and socio-economic 
class . 

Something should be said here about the subjective 
reactions of native speakers to the varying pronunciations 
of words containing the M-variable . Stop pronunciations 
of words with etymological interdentals are universally 
Identified by native speakers as colloquial and therefore 
"incorrect" when used in any context which normatively 
calls for the use of classical Arabic. The status of 
sibilant variants is much more complex and whether or not 
/s,z,z/ are considered "correct" pronunciation of Arabic 
C>J 1^ depends on both the critic and a finer definition 
of the speech situation (cf. Kaye, 1970). If a student 
reciting from the Koran reads using sibilant pronxmciations, 
he will be forcefully corrected by his Arabic teacher. 
However, a television newscaster who alternates between 
interdental and sibilant pronunciations will occasion no 
comment. His variable behavior in that context (still 
formal and still normatively requiring "classical" Arabic) 
will be neither censured nor even noticed. 

Variability and Language Transfer 

Hypotheses. In the light of the foregoing discussion, 
two hypotheses are suggested regarding the pronunciation 
of th-words in English by native speakers of ligyptian Arabic: 

(1) Native speakers of Egyptian Arabic learning 
i-nglish as a FL will alternate interdental and sibilant 
(but not stop) pronunciation of th-words along the dimension 
of style ( formal -informal ) , in xinglish as in Arabic. 

(2) Within a given style level, the frequency with 
which a given speaker substitutes sibilants in English 
th-words will reflect his performance in Arabic at an 
equivalent style level. 
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Gub.iecbs and procedure > Subjects for the present 
experiment consisted of 3k native speakers of Arabic, all 
male, all students of English at the time the study was 
carried out. Pwenty-two of the subjects were first- ana 
second-year students in ligyptian public (government) 
secondary schools. Their ages ranged between 15-17 years. 
In each of the four schools from which these students were 
dra\mr Arabic is the primary language of instruction and 
English is the major foreign language taught. Since 
oinglich instruction is begxin at the preparatory (junior high) 
level in i-gypt, each of these b's had already completed 
three or four years of study of English at the time of the 
study, fhe remaining twelve L's were adult learners 
(2^-^40 years) enrolled in beginning and lower intermediate 
level English classes at the Livision of Public Service ot 
the American University in Cairo. These i's comprised a 
socially and educationally more heterogeneous group than the 
secondary students, but were judged by teachers familiar 
with both groups to be roughly equivalent to the secondary 
students in terms of overall English proficiency. 

jiach 2 was interviewed separately, on school grounds, 
by his regular English teacher and was asked to read aloud 
the following: 

a) a reading t',asJ^:i?5e of about I50 words in Arabic 

c) a reading i:>:::.age of approximately the same length 
in English 

0) a list of 20 Arabic wo:: as all containing either 
/&/ or /6/ 

d) a list of 10 minimal pairs in Arabic contrasting 
/e/;/s/ and /6/i/z/ 

e) a list of 20 Snglish words all containing either 
/9/ or /6/ 

f) a list of 10 English minimal pairs for /S/i/s/ 
and A/t/z/ 

The reading passages in both English and Arabic were 
chosen on the basis of appropriateness of level for the 
student subjects. Natural texts were altered slightly 
(a) to increase the occurrences of /&/ and /<f/ and (bj 
to reduce excessive repetition of a few specific lexical 
items with these fricatives in English (e.g. the, there ) and 
Arabic (e.g. /has^a/, 'this'). The Arabic reading passage 
had a total of ten potential occurrences of /O/ (10 types, 10 tokeiia} 
and thirteen potential occurrences of /rf/ (10 typM, 13 ttlkmom)^ 
The English passage had a total of twelve potentisd occurrences 
of /e/ (11 typts» 12 tok«iuiJand eighteen potential occurrences 
of /6/ (11 typ0s» 18 tokens) • As far as possible the test 
materials were constructed using words that the teachers 
judged to be familiar to the students. 
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S's were told that their teachers wanted to compare 
their reading levels in Arabic and English. They were of 
course not told about the particular phonological contrast 
of interest » but since the presentation of the first minimaJL 
pair list was assumed (and intended) to make the students 
aware of this specific interest » no word lists were presented 
to the subjects until both reading passages v/ere completed. 
.Jithin the two major groups of tasks, reading passages and 
word lists (including minimal pairs), the order of presentation 
(Arabic -English or £nglish-Arabic ) was randomly varied. 

all S's were tape-recorded v/hile reading, from these 
tapes, scores were computed initially for the number of 
instances of /9/ and /dT/ separately in each of the three 
parts of the test for each of the two languages, i^ubsequent 
analysis showed no significant differences on the voiced- 
voiceless dimension, so only figures for /©/ and /^/ summed 
are presented in the following section. Realizations of 
classical Arabic /j/ v/ere not observed in this study. The 
frequency of this phoneme in Arabic is low, and since 
there is no English counterpart of this Arabic segment 
there is no place in English where one could look to find 
interference from the Arabic alternations. 

Since the number of occurrences of the Jrf-variable 
in the English reading passage was greater than the number 
of such occurrence? in the Arabic reading passage, percentage 
scores were used for this analysis. For the word lists and 
minimal pairs liists only raw scores were used. 

(Salah Abdel tJialek Gawad, Abdel ftiOttaleb Abdel Aaty, 
Abbas Mohamed Shalaby, and Kona Zaklama Fahmy, students in 
TEFL 503 (Psychological- factors in language learning) at 
the American University in Cairo, assisted In Van design, 
administration and scoring of the experimental materials 
used in this study.) 

Kesults and Discussion . In the English test battery, 
four S's pronoiinced all th-*words correctly, using 
in every case. One of these S*s used /d, ^/ consistently in 
the Arabic part of the test as well. One S produced only 
sibilant pronunciations in both languages. All other S*s 
alternated between and /s,z/ in both English and Arabic. 

As expectedf there were no occurrences of /t»d/ pronunciations * 
in either language, with the single exception of one S who 
read /talati:n/ ('thirty') rather than the expected /^aladim 
or /saJLasim/ in the Arabic reading passage. 

The hypothesis that S's would vary their pronunciations 
of th-words stylistically in the two languages was confirmed, 
although the patterns found were not identical. As can be 
seen from Table 2, S's increased the frequency of th- 
pronunciations in both languages when moving from the most 
informal style used here, the reading passage, to the two 
more formal styles of word lists and minimal pairs. 
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Table 2: Realizations of the Iri-variable in English 
and Arabic - All Subjects 

Reading Passage Word List Minimal Fairs 

2 of Arabic 33? 64Z 772 

Interdental 

probunclatlons English 54Z 73Z 73Z 



In Arabic, o's increased the frequency of interdental 
pronmciations gradually in successively moi^e formal reading * 
styles. For Arabic, the differences when moving from the 
reading passage to the word list and when moving from the 
word list to the list of minimal pairs are both statistically 
significant (by t-test, significant at the lyfa level of 
confidence). Hov;ever, it is apparent from the table that 
the English test did not elicit; completely paiallel behavior. 
The increase from reading passa^se to word list is less in 
-tinglish than in Arabic (though still significant at the l}o 
level), and there was no increase at vll when moving from 
reading word lists to reading minimal pairs in English. 

At least two facts need to be explained here: the 
higher base point (reading passage) for English than for 
Arabic, and the absence of measurable differences in 
performance in word lists as opposed to minimal pairs. 
In the first case, there are at least two possibilities, 
rhe iSnglish reading passage might not have been sufficiently 
equivalent to the Arabic passage to get comparable results, 
or some or all of the S*s may actually perform less 
variably in r-nglish than in Arabic, though still not in 
control of a categorical interdental-sibilant contrast, 
rhe latter seems the more plausible explanatio;i and is 
discussed further at the end of this section. 

The lack of increase in th-pronunciations when reading 
minimal pairs, on the other hsind, may well be the result of 
the instrument used. As noted above, the English test was 
constructed attempting to use only words familiar to the 
students. For the reading': passage and word list this was 
possible, but familiarity could not be ensured for the 

minimal pairs list. Minimal pairs such as then : Zen , the 
latter almost certainly unfamiliar to S's, were eliminated 
from consideration, but some items included, such as 
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seething : seizing or breeze : breathe (the latter pronounced . 
by several S's as /bre**/ "an incorrect pronunciation 
scored as correct in this case, since only the interdental- 
sibilant alternation was at issue) proved also to be 
unfamiliar. It is suspected that the effectiveness of 
minimal pairs testing as a device to draw attention strongly 
to the contrasts being tested was neutralized in this case 
by the attention focused by S*s on the meanings of unfamiliar 
lexical items. 



The hypothesis that, within a given style level, the 
frequency with v/hich a given S would substitute sibilants 
for interdental s in Ilnglish th-words would reflect his 
alternations in Arabic was strongly supported. As can be 
seen from Table 3. performance scores for English th-words 
correlated highly v/ith scores on the Arabic TH-variable 
for both subject groups at each siyle level measured. 

-Jhile the correlations reported in Table 3 permit 
rejection at a high level of confidence of the null 
hypothesis that pronunciation of Englis>^ th-words is not 
related to performance on the Arabic TH-variable, such 
correlations do not, strictly speaking, prove a causal 
relationship, i.e. language transfer from Arabic x^nglish. 
The theoretical possibility that English 'performance 
has caused the Arabic performance is in the present case 
highly implausible. The third possible interpretation, 
that some uniJieasured variable lies behind both the Arabic 
and the English interdental-sibilant alternations, is not 
implausible, however, since as reported earlier performance 
on the Arabic TH- variable was shown in a previous study to 
be a function of socio-economic class and education. 



Table 3: Pearson Product-Moment Correlations for 

English and Arabic TH-variable in Various Styles 



u 
o 

U4 



0 U 

O 0 

(0 U 

U *U 

U V 

o o 

u u 



12 Adults 



22 

Secoadary 
Students 



Total 
All 



Reading passages 


.6977* 


.7913** 


.7348** 


Word lists 


.6863* 


.6968** 


.6897** 


Minliaal pairj 


.7225** 


.6952** 


.7015** 


Total battery 


.7687** 


.8436** 


.8499** 



* p< .01 
»* p< .005 
(one-tailed) 



12 

o 

ERIC 
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The present experiment was not designed to include 
detailed information on the socio-economic status of S's* 
However, several ey. post facto analyses have been performed 
on the data to discover possible differences among subject 
groups • 

It was suspected that there might well be measuable 
differences between the secondary students and the adult 
learners used as o's. These two subject groups differ in 
several ways, including age, educational experience, 
e:.posure to different teaching methods, materials and teacher- 
models. However, t-tests carried out on the means of these 
two groups at each style level revealed no sig-nificant 
differences in either English or Arabic. 

A closer examination of the secondary students, on 
the other hand, indicated that these i's could be broken 
into tv/o groups which e>;hibited quite different behavior. 
LI the 22 secondary S's, six v/ere drav.n from a terminal 
secondary school program which trains elementary school 
teachers for public schools, jjy reputation at least, such 
teacher training schools enroll students of lower socio-economic back- 
ground and offer poorer quality instruction than do the 

full-curriculum college preparatory secondary schools. 
The remaining 16 secondary S's wore students in regular, 
non-texniiinal secondary schools and are at least potentially 
future Liniversity t;tudents. 

As shown in fable 4, there were striking differences 
between these two groups of secondary students. In all 
six test contexts, the means for the non-terminal secondary 
Z's are higher than those of the terminal secondary S*s. 
In spite of the fact that the number of S's in the terminal 
group is very small, differences in the means for the 
reading passage and word lists in both languages were 
significant at the level of confidence or better. 

iomethiijig m.ight be said also about the performance of 
these two groups with regard to the minimal pairs list, 
particularly in English. It was speculated above that the 
identical means for all S's (secondary and adult combined) 
for the English minimal pairs list might have been due to 
the inclusion of unfaiailiar words vjhich distracted ^;'s 
from the phonological contrasts at issue. From Table ^, 
\ve see that the two secondary groups behaved quite differently 
in this regard; the terrainal secondary S*s did tend to 
increase the frequencies of interdental pronunciations of 
English th-v/ords when reading minimal pairs, while the non- 
terminal students tended to decrease interdental pronunciation. 
This suggests the further speculation (no more than that) 
that the university preparatory students were more distracted 
by and concerned about the meanings of unfamiliar words, 
while the terminal students were able to concentrate on 
simply reading aloud in as acceptable a mariner as possible, 
with little regard for meaning. 
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Table ^: Mean Scores for the TH-variable in English - 
and Arabic for Two Groups of Secondary 
Students. c 







6 S's 
Terminal 
secondary 


16 S's 

Non-terminal 
secondary 


t-value 


Arabic 


Reading 
passage 


8.66 


AS. 63 


2.369* 




Word list 


A3. 33 


70.62 


1.7A7» 




Minimal 
,^palrs 


68.33 


78.75 


.704 


English 


Reading 
passage 


19.66 


60.25 


3.2A3»» 




Word list 


AO. 00 


86.25 


5.087»» 




Minimal 
pairs 


53.33 


79.38 


1.615 



df=20 

**p < .01 
(one- tailed) 



One final aspect of the data collected in the present 
experiment might be discussed, not because firm conclusions 
can be drawn but because of the importance of questions 
which need to be answered by future research. One needs to 
ask how it is that the kind of phonological interference 
from native language to FL demonstrated here for relatively 
low proficiency FL learners persists for some very advanced 
second language speaJcers, while other such learners quite 
successfully develop disjunctive phonoigies for the two 
languages. The data here may offer no answers in terms of the 
strategies" that such success^ do provide 

evidence that some of the S's in this experiment are moving 
in that direction. A comparison of individual subject 
scores for the total English battery versus the total 
Arabic battery reveals no S whose total score (interdental 
realizations of the TH-variable) in Arabic exceeds his 
English scores by as much as ten percentage points. On 
the other hand, six of the twelve adult S's and six 6f the 16 
non-terminal secondary S's (but none of the terminal 
secondary S's) did have total English th-scores exceeding their 
Arabic scores by ten or more percentage points. While 
continuing to exhibit th-vgtria1bility in both languages and 
continuing to express this vaMability along the dimension 
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of style, these L's are apparently moving towards a 

categorical system for 2nglish. Two G's, both non-terminal 
secondary students, appear to have almost achieved the goal 
of disjunctive phonologies for the two langua^^es: the 
vOtal j2nglish interdental scores for those students v/ere 
90;i and 83/!?; their total Arabic th-scores v/ere 51,^ and 19/i 
respectively. ' 

Conclusions 

The study reported here has investigated a very limitea 
area of interlanguage phonology in order to support the claim 
that a careful, sociolinguistically oriented, contrastive 
analysis can predict some FL errors, i.e. that a better case 
can be made for language transfer than for explanations 
independent of native language. The data support the 
follov/ing conclusions with regard to the specific ohonological 
variable investigated: 

1. The common observation that native speakers of 
2:;5yp'tian Arabic frequently substitute sibilants in r^'nglish 
th-words, regardless of whether or not they have been 
exposed to classical Arabic, was confirmed. The explanation 
offered is that the traditional dichotomy betv/een classical 
and colloquial Arabic is misleading in this respect, and 
alternation among interdental and sibilant pronunciations of 
Arabic th-words is norraal and acceptable in most £,peech 
contexts v/hich normatively require "classical" Arabic. 

2. The observation that ilgyptians do not substitute 
stops in English th-v;ords was also confirmed. The explanation 
offered here is that while colloquial stops do often alternate 
with classical interdental s, this is the result of an 
historical sound change which is no longer productive. 

3. The hypothesis that S's would alternate inter- 
dental and sibilant pronunciations of the TH-variable 
stylistically in the twe languages was confirmed. However 
an r^nglish minimal pairs list did not elicit the expected 
increase in standard interdental pronunciations. It was - 
suggested that this unexpected result might have been due 
to the inclusion of unfamiliar words in the English minimal 
pairs list, which may have distracted some (but not all) S's 
from the phonological contrast at issue. 

4. The hypothesis that, within styles and across the 
stylistic spectrum, S's substitutions of sibilants for 
interdentals in i^nglish would correlate highly with their 
performance in Arabic v/as supported. 
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5- Previous research showing that peri'ormance on the 
Aratic Til-variable is an indicator of social class and 
educational background v/as at least partially supported 
by the differences in performance in the tv/o lan£;uages 
by terminal and non -terminal secondary students. 

resides predicting the occurrence and distribution ox 
cecond language errors in {>ronunciation in a more precise 
iiianner than conventional analyses contrasting native 
and target languages as static sysbeiuS, thj present 
investigation nay have soraething to say about the relati^'^^^ 
persistence of ^phonological interfe"^"' ^'ce in even adva: 
second language learners. The pat o .ing ol' the /iracx.. 
i?rl-vai'iabie has a nuinber oi ^oro'pertieio which allow it to 'v^ 
classified as a *'stable sociolinguistic variable*' (uabov, 1970). 
liabov has suggested that one of the stx^iking characteristics 
of such stable sociolinguistic variables Lc. that while 
there is general awareness that one variant is "correct*', 
inuiviuual menibers of the speech comraunity are not aware 
that they shift in the v/ay they do, nor do they know that 
others shift in the same manner. This is cei-tainly true 
in the present case. educated native speaiier of 

•^oyP"tian Arabic is typically skeptical when told that literate 
native speaicers often substitute /s,z/ for /B^6/ when reading 
Arabic, a.nd incensed if told that he himself makes such 
substitutions. These substitutions are made well below 
the level of conscious awareness. 

There is finally at least one implication for teaching 
jSnglish to native speakers of Egyptian Arabic. A rather 
common device used by teachers of English who are themselves 
native speakers of Arabic_-is to stress the identity of 
iilnglish th v/ith orthographic Arabic A (0) and J (rf;, rather 
thany* (sT or J (z). In the light of the present analysis, 
this seems misguided. ?or although there are minimal 
pairs shov/ing that Arabic /9^<s/ and /s,z/ are phonemically 
contrast! ve in careful speech, the fact remains that any 
printed ^ may be read aloud as /s/ and any j as /z/. 
Identification of English th with the Arabic variable th 
is precisely v/hat must be avoided. 



16 



94 



i^irkeland, n. ' 1952 • Growth and structure of the lilgyptian 
Arabic Ldalect. Oslo: Avhandlln^r utg, av Let 
Korske V denskape -Acad . 

Ferguson, C,A. 1959- Uiglossia. Word 15025-3^0. 

narrell, R,C. I960, A linguistic analysis of ii-gyptian 

radio Arabic, In C,A, Ferguson (ed.), Contributions 
to Arabic Linguistics, Cambridge: Harvard :..iddle 
-astern I.ono^^raph Series Ko 3, 

-.apian, ix, 196?, Contrastive rhetoric and the teaching 
of comijosition. T^CliOL Quarterly 1,4, 10-l6^, 

vaye, Al , 1970, I.^odem standard Arabic and the colloquials, 
:.ingua 2^,3? 4-391. 

^abov, /J. 1970. The study of language in its social 

context, :.tudiurfl Gener ale 23,66-o4. Reprinted in 
J, A, Pishman (ed.). Advances in the- Sociology of 
Language, Vol. I. I52-216. Phe rlague ; kouton, 

Lehn, and ilager. 1959. a contrastive study of 

iigyptian nrabic and -iiiuerican English: the segmental 
phonemes. Language Learning 9.25-33. 

.*ackey, W,?, 1966. Language didactics and applied linguistics 
English Language Teaching 20,197-206, Reprinted in 
J,W. Cller and J,C. Richards, Focus on the learner: 
pragmatic perspectives for the language teacher, 
Rowley, Kass, : ^ev/bury House. 

venyuk, P. 1965, The role of distinctive features in 
children's acquisition of phonology. Journal of 
Speech and Hearing Research 11.138-1^^6. 

.ioskowitz. A, I. 1970. The tv;o-year -old stage in the 

acquisition of English phonology. Language ^^-6 .426-^^^-1 . 

\ichards, J.C. 1973 • irror analysis and second language 
strategies, in J. -.J. Oiler and J.C. r:ichards (eds,), 
Focus on the learner: pragmatic perspectives for the. 
language teacher, Kov/ley, Mass,: Newbury House. 

cobertson, A,i:. 1970 • Classical Arabic and colloquial 

Cairene : an historieal linguistic analysis. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation. University of Utah. 



95 



^-cott, and G.R. Tucker. 197^. Jlrror analysis and 

i:.nglish language strategies of Arab studentc. 
Language Learning 24.69-97. 

Cchmidt, R.A. 197^. Sociostylistic variation on spoken 
'^{i^yp'tian Arabic: a re^examination of the concept of 
diglossia. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. 
Erevan University. 

Tarcne, i:.^. 197^ • Some influences on interlanguage 
phonology. . ,;orking Papers, on Bilingualism . ^ 
(Ontario Inij titute for ;:tudies in xiducation). 
3 • 57-lli . 

Podaro, 1970. A contrastive analysis of the segraental 

phonologies of American iinglish and Cairo Arabic. 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation. University of Texas. 



18 



